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Pedagogies of inclusive transition to school 
 
Abstract 
 
Teachers in inclusive early education classrooms face competing pressures that are 
highlighted as children transition from play-based settings into formal school. Their 
challenge is to engage in pedagogical practice that caters for the complex range of 
school entrants. Yet the existing literature reports on transition challenges for separate 
groups of children rather than on shared needs or processes within diverse class 
populations. This study addressed this gap by investigating practices that supported 
transition in three Australian sites in which the populations represented different types 
of pedagogic challenge. Four themes regarding inclusion and transition were identified 
from a synthesis of the literature and applied to three cases. Results indicated that 
teachers adopted a range of approaches framed by the visibility of diversity, by 
classroom and school context and by the teachers’ professional transition in enacting 
changing policies. The results suggest that competing demands are balanced through 
dynamic, contextually framed strategies of relevance to both ECEC and schools.   
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Introduction 
Teachers in inclusive early education settings confront competing demands of 
meeting academic outcome standards and catering for individual learning patterns in 
children. These tensions are particularly evident as children transition from early 
education and care (ECEC) into schools facing formal accountability pressures. The 
development of inclusion policies has shifted attention from normative constructions 
of children’s readiness for school to schools’ provision for diversity and practices to 
facilitate transition for a range of children (Graue, 2006). This paper identifies shared 
themes around inclusion and transition to school in recent literature, reports on 
pedagogic practice in three Australian schools and addresses the implications for both 
ECEC and the early years of school. 
  
Pedagogies of inclusion and of transition 
Extant literature reports separately on pedagogies of inclusion and of transition, on 
early childhood education and care [ECEC] and school contexts and on separate 
target groups. However, if transition practices are to be inclusive and effective, they 
must cater for the complexity and diversity of school entrants and consider coherent 
strategies across early education in ECEC and schools. Although inclusion in 
Australia encompasses broad constructions of learner diversity in abilities and 
backgrounds (Carrington et al., 2012: Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations DEEWR, 2009), transition research reports separately on the 
target groups such as children with disabilities, gifted children, Indigenous children 
and those from socially and culturally diverse backgrounds (Mc Turk et al. 2008; 
Podmore, Savau & Mapa, 2003; Porter, 2005; Raban & Ure, 2000; Walker, et al., 
2012). It focuses on initial school entry, yet transition has increasingly been defined 
as an ongoing process across longer time frames including the first years of school in 
recognition of the difference between initial adjustment and longer-term trajectories 
(Guralnick, et al, 2008; Petriwskyj, 2010).  
 
Changes in transition approach address the challenges confronted by target groups in 
terms of structural elements such as age of school entry, class type or curriculum 
(Boardman, 2006; Petriwskyj, 2010). However, limited attention has been given to the 
pedagogic changes associated with the transition from play-based programs into 
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formal school classes, and to the shared role of schools and ECEC in meeting all 
children’s individual patterns of progress (Dunlop, 2007; Thorpe, et al, 2004). Further 
evidence is required of transition pedagogies that attend broadly to diversity rather 
than to separate groups, and that extend beyond the initial ECEC-school transition 
period into the early years of school.  
 
This paper examines the pedagogic links between transition and inclusion, in order to 
identify more effective ways of addressing school transition for children with a range 
of abilities and backgrounds. Synthesis of the separate literatures on pedagogies of 
inclusion and of transition indicates four shared themes - (1) variation to teaching 
practices, (2) continuity of pedagogy, (3) relationships and (4) pedagogic reform. 
These are framed by differing theoretical perspectives and attention to diversity 
groups. In this paper these themes guide analysis of pedagogical practice. 
 
Variation to teaching practices  
Differentiated teaching programs and preparatory transition practices represent 
variations to typical practice aimed at improving outcomes for children with 
disabilities, gifted children and children deemed to be at risk (Braggett & Bailey, 
2005; Pianta & Kraft-Sayre, 2003; Podmore, et al., 2003). Narrow differentiation of 
teaching practice to address difference and targeting of preparation programs towards 
specific groups indicate normative assumptions framed by developmental theory. 
Differentiated teaching and transition planning for gifted children and for children 
with limited English or disabilities may also involve categorisation to access 
modifications to standard provisions, despite criticism of such categorisation as 
stigmatising difference (Braggett & Bailey, 2005; Petriwskyj 2010). More universal 
and non-stigmatising preparatory transition practices include school orientation visits, 
parent meetings, and transition plans or statements (Department of Early Education 
and Early Childhood Development Victoria DEECD, 2010). 
 
Continuity of pedagogy 
Continuity of pedagogy encompasses both home-early years consistency and 
similarity between ECEC and school programs, framed by an appreciation of inter-
connections between the ecological spheres in which children learn (Dockett & Perry, 
2007). While some dissonance can positively challenge children as they move 
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between settings, extreme discontinuity has a negative impact on children from social 
and cultural minorities, gifted children and children with disabilities (Braggett & 
Bailey, 2005; McTurk et al., 2008; Reitveld, 2008).  Continuity between home and 
school is relevant to both inclusion and transition. It reduces the alienation that 
children from culturally and socially diverse backgrounds may feel in school, as it 
values their cultural resources and family contribution (Comber & Kamler, 2004; 
Sheets, 2005). ECEC-school continuity attends particularly to the shift from play-
based to outcomes based programs  (Neuman, 2001) and incorporates alignment of 
curriculum. Similarity or graduated change in practices between ECEC and school 
programs to smooth transition has been addressed through increased formality in 
ECEC, incorporation of play pedagogies in the early phase of school and interactive 
experiential pedagogies across the early years of education (Brostrom, 2005; Neuman, 
2001; Thorpe, et al, 2004). 
 
Relationships-based pedagogies 
Pedagogies based on relationships have been identified as both inclusive and effective 
for transition (Niesel & Griebel, 2007; Nind, 2005). These relationships may include 
peer friendships, teacher-child relationships, family-school and community-school 
partnerships (Cahill & Freeman, 2007; DEECD, 2009; Dockett & Perry, 2007; 
McTurk et al., 2008). Children may be supported through familiarisation with 
teachers, buddy support, social learning programs and protection from playground 
bullying (Cahill & Freeman, 2007; Dockett & Perry, 2007; Guralnick, et al, 2008). 
While earlier approaches reflect assumptions of risk resulting in a focus on addressing 
vulnerability, recent approaches indicate recognition of competence in children and 
families and a focus on adult partnership and interactive pedagogies, framed by socio-
cultural frames of reference (Carrington et al., 2012; Dockett & Perry, 2007). 
Regardless of the risk or competence frame, children who have effective relational 
support are more likely to transition well (Thorpe, et al, 2004). 
 
Pedagogic reform 
Re-evaluation of deficit or vulnerability assumptions, and an awareness of disability, 
risk and cultural diversity as social constructions have prompted pedagogic reform 
framed by critical theoretical perspectives (Carrington et al, 2012; Nind, 2005). 
Inclusion reform includes multi-modal, universal design and productive pedagogies 
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that challenge power inequalities, support positive recognition of difference and 
promote broader pedagogic changes considering all children, regardless of abilities 
and backgrounds (Carrington et al., 2012; Sheets, 2005; Van Kraayenoord, 2007). 
While a narrow focus on target groups has been criticised for encouraging isolated 
multiple additions to transition practice, broader pedagogic reform involves a more 
pro-active and holistic approach (Petriwskyj & Grieshaber, 2011). Transition reform 
incorporates attention to child and family agency, based on assumptions of the 
participation rights and empowerment of these key stakeholders (Petriwskyj & 
Grieshaber, 2011). It offers a positive way of attending to diversity during transition 
by building on transition capital or personal and social resources (Dunlop, 2007), yet 
limited evidence is available in transition practice. 
 
Each of these themes is evident in literature on inclusion and transition, yet their 
application in practice does not yet indicate a coherent pedagogic direction across 
early education. Evidence is required of transition pedagogies reflective of 
contemporary definitions of inclusion in Australia. This study investigating transition 
pedagogies through listening to early years teachers’ explanations may illuminate 
inclusive pedagogies, contextual influences or areas for critical reflection. 
 
Three Case Studies 
 
Three case studies aimed to identify the pedagogies that teachers considered effective 
for inclusion during transition to school, and to examine the influences on their 
practice. Inclusive transition was defined as an on-going and non-stigmatising process 
of change as children move into and through early primary school. Pedagogy was 
investigated in preparatory/kindergarten, Year 1 and Year 2 at three Australian 
schools in which the populations presented different types of challenge for inclusive 
practice across the school transition. Pedagogy was examined at 3 levels: learning 
environments, inclusion and transition and results were considered in relation to the 
inclusive transition themes identified in the literature.  
The questions framing this study were:- 
 How does learner diversity influence pedagogy for inclusive transition? 
 How do teachers enact inclusion from Kindergarten through to Year 2? 
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 How do teachers support transition to school for the diversity of learners? 
 How do teachers balance competing demands of adjusting for individuals and 
meeting external expectations as children transition into school? 
 
Data collection 
Case study sites 
Three case studies were located in government school sites in Queensland, Australia 
that contained co-located, non-compulsory, play-based, full-time preparatory classes 
referred to as kindergarten for this study in recognition of the varied titles for this 
class internationally. Study in schools with a focused play-based kindergarten 
curriculum and Years 1 and 2 outcomes–based curriculum permitted examination of 
transition from play-based to outcomes-based programs without confounding 
variables such as auspice and location.  The selection of schools was systematic, with 
school size held constant and sampling directed by location and socio-cultural 
characteristics of the population, to represent typical school sites in urban and 
regional areas (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006). The sites represented varied 
challenges in terms of complexity and diversity in their populations and the school 
environment. However, all teachers were degree-qualified and experienced, and had 
access to a standard range of specialist teacher support services. All teachers from K-
2 classrooms at these sites agreed to participate.  
 
Classroom learner diversity 
Because school data on categories of learner diversity were limited to those supported 
by government funding (e.g., disability), broader categories including cultural and 
social diversity, Indigenous background, giftedness, learning and behavioural issues 
were identified by teachers. Children could be identified in more than one category.  
The cultural and linguistic categories were those most commonly present in 
Queensland schools – Indigenous, Maori-Pasifika and South-East Asian, 
predominantly Vietnamese (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006). These diversity 
data were coded to assure privacy and aggregated by year level and site. 
 
Observation of pedagogic practice K-2. 
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Non-participant observations were made in all K-2 classrooms (n=22) to identify 
patterns of pedagogic provision and a continuum of practice across kindergarten, Year 
1 and Year 2. Observations were based on the standard protocol U.S. Assessment of 
Practices in Early Elementary Classrooms APEEC (Hemmeter, Ault & Schuster, 
2001) physical environment, social context and instructional environment sub-scales. 
Because of the content of the kindergarten curriculum and the broad definition of 
inclusion in Australia, gross motor items from the space and furnishings and 
interactions subscales of the associated U.S. Early Childhood Environment Rating 
Scale Revised ECERS-R (Harms, Clifford & Cryer, 1998) and the diversity sub-scale 
from the U.K. ECERS-E Extension (Sylva, Siraj-Blatchford, & Taggart, 2003) were 
added. These scales had uniform scaling and were selected for their clarity of scoring 
and incorporation of diversity items. Observations were scored against descriptors 
scaled from 1 (poor) to 7 (excellent), with a score of 5 representing sound practice. A 
single researcher experienced in use of these measures made all observations to 
maintain consistency of scoring across sites, although scoring and analysis were 
debated with a second researcher to enhance reliability.  
 
Teacher interviews regarding pedagogies 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with all K-1 classroom teachers (n=11) to 
elicit their understandings of diversity and transition, and explanations of their 
pedagogies. Year 2 teachers were excluded as piloting of the interview protocols 
indicated that Year 2 teachers did not see transition as their role. Interviews of one 
hour with individual teachers were audiotaped and transcribed. Questions included:- 
a) What changes do you make to your teaching approach or learning 
environment to cater for a wide range of children?  
b) What support systems in your school or community assist you in 
working with diverse children? How are they provided? 
c) How do you assist varied children to transition to school? 
d) What do other people contribute to transition processes and what 
communication do you use with these people? 
Data analysis 
Content analysis of teacher interviews derived themes that were organised into 
patterns of pedagogic practice. Reliability of analysis was addressed through 
comparison of coding with a second researcher. This analysis offered insights into 
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teachers’ understandings of inclusion and transition and influences on classroom 
pedagogies. Transition approaches reported in interviews were categorised using the 
themes identified in the literature and were numerically coded according to the 
frequency of their nomination by teachers. Both coded data and observational scores 
were analysed using descriptive statistics to identify means at year levels within each 
site. Data from the three sites are presented separately as case studies to provide in-
depth illustrations of pedagogies and to highlight the impact of contextual factors. For 
each case, learner diversity, learning environment, inclusive practices and transition 
approaches are reported then summarised against the themes of inclusive transition. 
 
Results 
Case 1 Regional school 
This school, serving a town and rural community, had a stable group of teachers and 
large class groups (over 25) that included children of a geographically mobile labour 
force. The principal had instigated pedagogic reforms, including multi-age and multi-
modal teaching and a whole-school social learning program. The regional location 
imposed limitations on access to in-service professional education and teachers 
reported no training in cultural diversity although they had attended seminars on 
multi-modal learning and disability.  
Across K-2, mean teacher-identified class diversity was low (24%), yet there were 
differences in categories identified at each year level (Table 1). Kindergarten teachers 
reported the presence of children from cultural and linguistic groups and low socio-
economic status backgrounds that was not reported in other grades, indicating 
differing awareness of family circumstances. Year 1 teachers’ nominations comprised 
mainly official categories recognised for allocation of additional support, while Year 
2 teachers identified more children with learning or behavioural difficulties as support 
services were increasingly directed towards meeting statutory assessment pressures  
     < Table 1 here> 
 
Learning environments.  
K-2 classrooms maintained sound instructional environment quality (APEEC mean 
5.14, SD 0.89) and support for children with difficulties. Consistent attention to 
relationships was identified in teacher-child language (APEEC mean 5.17, SD 1.16) 
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and support of children’s social skills (APEEC mean 5.83, SD 0.75) that included 
weekly multi-age social learning classes and a buddy program. Continuity was 
reported in multi-modal activities K- 1 and increasing teacher-direction in the 
kindergarten program as the year progressed. However, Figure 1 shows some 
discontinuity K-1. Teacher report indicated a shift from individualised interactive play 
in kindergarten to structured ability-group learning and whole class didactic teaching 
from Year 1.  
            <Figure 1 here> 
 
Inclusive practices 
 In kindergarten, structural provision for disability (APEEC mean 6.5, SD 0.43) was 
evident in ground floor locations, large floor space and extensive materials rather than 
in support service access. Pedagogic practices in kindergarten incorporated family 
involvement and individualised planning. Disability provisions in Years 1 and 2 were 
constrained by limited room access (APEEC mean 4.74, SD 0.82) and teaching 
materials (APEEC mean 4.55, SD 0.58). Limited provision was identified for gender 
equity (ECERS-E mean 3.5, SD1.3), racial equity (ECERS-E mean 3.6, SD1.19) and 
social diversity (APEEC mean 3.7, SD1.06) (Figure 2). 
<Figure 2 here> 
In accordance with school policy, speech and occupational therapy was offered to 
whole classes from Year 1 onwards. However, specialist teachers often withdrew 
children from class for individual assistance, indicating tensions between practices 
and school policy linked to classroom feasibility pressures. 
 
Transition approaches 
While kindergarten commencement was reported to be gradual and involve family 
support, all four K-1 teachers’ explanations of transition focused on K-1 processes. 
School transition emphasised children’s preparedness for Year 1 and warm supportive 
relationships (Figure 3), although teachers identified grade retention as a solution to 
lack of readiness.  
< Figure 3 here > 
Kindergarten teachers reported transferring child records at the end of the year, 
although separate class timetables were identified as a barrier to consultation with 
Year 1 teachers. Transition processes were based on expectations of stability in both 
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staffing and child enrolment. To prepare children for Year 1 entry, the school offered 
an orientation program near the end of the year, including having the kindergarten 
children share a playground with older children, take part in specialist subject classes 
(e.g., music), join the social learning program and visit the Year 1 classrooms. 
  
In summary, at this site the visibility of diversity was low it impacted adjustment and 
meeting statutory assessment obligations. Inclusive transition focussed on 
preparation, social inclusion through supportive school relationships and the 
introduction of pedagogic reform by the principal. 
 
Case 2 Suburban school  
Suburban School served an urban population characterised by economic, social and 
cultural diversity. Classes were small K-1 (up to 20), but larger by Year 2 (up to 25). 
The early years teachers had been at the school for several years and held early 
childhood teaching qualifications. Across K-2, mean teacher-identified diversity was 
moderate (38%). Teacher-identified learning or behaviour difficulties increased 
markedly from kindergarten to Year 2 (Table 1), as increasing pressure to improve 
statutory assessment outcomes was placed on teachers. Teachers nominated statutory 
assessment as a constraint on inclusive practice. 
 
Learning environments 
Consistency in learning environment sub-scale means K-2 is shown in Figure 4. In 
addition, continuity within the teaching day was rated as high (APEEC horizontal 
transition item mean 6.54, SD 0.71) with consistent provision for flexible change 
between learning activities. The kindergarten program included whole class direct 
instruction and specialist subject lessons as well as play. In Years 1 and 2, while 
whole class direct instruction was gradually increased teachers also provided small 
group experiential learning incorporating arts, dramatic play and perceptual motor 
activity. Continuity was also reported by Year 1 teachers beyond Year 2.  
< Figure 4 here > 
 
Inclusive practices 
 Attention to diverse abilities was evidenced in uniformly high scores for participation 
of children with disabilities (APEEC mean 5.88, SD 0.35) and in provision for 
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learning difficulties. While awareness of socio-cultural variation was evident (Table 
1), limited connection to cultural backgrounds was recorded, and scores for gender 
and racial equity were modest (ECERS means 4.1, 4.2) (Figure 5).  
< Figure 5 here> 
Teachers reported that the kindergarten had access to support services only for 
children with disabilities. In Years 1 and 2, support provisions for disabilities and 
learning difficulties included in-class assistance, ability group differentiation, in-class 
partial segregation and occasional withdrawal for interventions. K-1 teachers’ 
explanations presented differences between classroom and special education staff in 
enactment of inclusive policies, with special education staff reported to be more likely 
to withdraw children. Teachers reported that their capacity to cater for disability was 
constrained by physical facilities (e.g., distant toilets) and lack of teaching materials.  
 
Transition approaches 
Under the leadership of senior early years teachers, there was a shared focus on 
children’s preparedness and on K-3 continuity. Reported transition processes were 
multi-year and included attention to relationships (Figure 6). 
< Figure 6 here> 
Teachers reported differentiation in transition processes based on individual 
children’s characteristics. Class composition was planned collaboratively with respect 
to children’s friendships and personal responses. Teachers shared child progress files 
and participated in transition discussions, as staff communication was deemed vital.  
The program at commencement of Year 1 was designed with reference to both 
kindergarten child records and initial observations in Year 1. Relationships amongst 
the children in early years classes, and between teachers and children were fostered 
through timetabled involvement of Year 1 teachers in the kindergarten, a buddy 
system and a K-3 social learning program. Families were engaged in transition 
through information sessions, first day social events, or volunteer class involvement.  
Three out of four K-1 teachers strongly endorsed the notion of transition as an on-
going change process requiring school provision, yet two teachers also reported that 
they occasionally used grade retention to support children’s emotional readiness.  
 
In summary, at this moderately diverse site, there was acknowledgement of class 
complexity, and synergy between policy and practice framed by shared pedagogic 
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understandings and teacher leadership. Inclusive transition pedagogies focused on 
continuity, early years relationships and differentiation for individuals. 
 
Case 3 Multicultural school 
This city school served a population with a high level of social and cultural 
complexity. The principal and half the early years teachers held early childhood 
qualifications incorporating studies in disability. Early years teachers were selected 
for small classes (20 children) that were supported by special education staff, bi-
lingual cultural teaching assistants and visiting teachers of English as a Second 
Language [ESL]. In order to reduce class complexity, classes were grouped according 
to diversity category, with one class comprising children with little English and a 
multi-age class containing several children with disabilities. Across K-2, mean 
teacher-identified learner diversity was high (83%). High levels of cultural and 
linguistic diversity were recognised, in addition to learning and behavioural 
difficulties (Table 1). Children were identified in more than one category, indicating 
awareness of multiple variations within learners. Recognition of low socio-economic 
status reduced K-2 as family contact declined. 
 
Learning environments 
 Graduated changes K-2 (Figure 7) included reductions in teaching materials and in 
room accessibility (APEEC item means of 7 to 5). There was a gradual shift from 
interactive play-based learning to experiential outcomes-based learning, although 
direct instruction in oral English was observed across K-2. Year 1 teachers enhanced 
continuity by incorporating perceptual-motor activities and kindergarten health 
practices such as eating and resting in the classroom.   
<Figure 7 here> 
Inclusive practices 
 Continuity was observed K-2 in small group learning, English language instruction, 
differentiated learning tasks and multi-modal teaching and assessment practices. 
Consistency was evident in participation of children with disabilities (Figure 8) yet 
there was graduated change in other diversity provision and gender equity scores were 
low by Year 2 (ECERS mean 2.3, SD 1.22) indicating that gender was less salient 
than other diversity pressures.  
   <Figure 8 here> 
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The kindergarten program incorporated connection to home cultures in resources, 
displays and learning experiences. In Years 1 and 2, cultural events were celebrated, 
although connection to children’s backgrounds was less embedded. Modification of 
teaching strategies to suit cultural preferences, learning modes and varied abilities 
was observed K-2, yet Year 1 teachers cited the pressure of statutory assessment as a 
barrier to differentiation. K-1 teachers commented on the value of in-service 
education on disability, leadership from a principal with an early education 
background, and advice from specialised staff (e.g., ESL teacher; cultural assistant) 
yet expressed a need for in-service education in cultural diversity. Learning support 
was offered in-class following school policy, yet special education staff withdrew 
some children for interventions, indicating variations in policy implementation.    
 
Transition approaches 
Teachers’ explanations of transition were multi-faceted, emphasising continuity and 
relationships as well as preparatory practices and individual variations to transition 
processes and class allocation. Kindergarten staff criticised readiness as a construct. 
Year 1 teachers reported valuing orientation practices such as kindergarten visits to 
Year 1 classrooms and the separate school playground (Figure 9). 
<Figure 9 here > 
Transition pedagogies focused more on within-school relationships than external 
families and community relationships. Links between classroom teachers were 
established through timetabled inter-class visits and K-3 teacher meetings framed by a 
shared philosophy, yet specialist teachers were not involved. Peer support was offered 
through a buddy system and shared use of an early years playground. Cultural 
teaching assistants linked communities and schools as well as assisting teachers with 
culturally competency. Teachers interacted respectfully with parents and invited them 
to observe teaching, but parents were not engaged in classroom volunteer roles as 
culturally diverse families with a sense of communal responsibility for children found 
the school expectations of classroom confidentiality challenging.  
 
In summary, at this site high levels of complexity prompted multi-faceted transition 
processes that supported school-wide inclusion strategies. Synergy between policy 
and practice suggested shared staff understandings, although differences between 
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early years and specialist staff were evident. Inclusion feasibility tensions were 
managed by both structural and pedagogic changes. 
 
Discussion 
Inclusive transitions to school incorporate children’s participation and sense of being 
valued as well as a positive disposition to learning and long-term positive trajectories 
(Petriwskyj & Grieshaber, 2011; Reitveld, 2008). Such definitions consider both 
children’s on-going progress and non-stigmatising provision for diversity. The 
pedagogies in these case studies were framed not only by the visibility of learner 
diversity, but also by classroom and school contextual factors. Pedagogic decision-
making reflected the competing demands to meet diversity needs and outcome 
standards in each context. 
 
Learner diversity and classroom context factors 
Classroom approaches may reflect teacher capacity or contextual pressures (Neuman, 
2001; Reitveld, 2008). In this study, pedagogies were responsive to the demands of 
class complexity and teachers’ awareness of diversity. They were influenced by 
factors such as professional knowledge, theoretical positioning, collaborative 
processes, physical facilities and access to professional support.  
 
The preparatory approach to transition at the site with low diversity focused on 
orientation, secure relationships and support for difficulties. It was impacted by 
restricted access to professional learning, and discontinuities in structural provision. 
The emphasis on continuity at the site characterised by moderate diversity levels was 
framed by teacher awareness of individuals, shared professional knowledge, and staff 
communication. Multi-faceted approaches at the most complex site emphasised the 
school’s preparedness for diversity aligned with Graue’s (2006) notion of the ready 
school although feasibility concerns were partially managed through structural 
changes. Contextual complexity, workforce cultural diversity, and staff collaboration 
based on a shared philosophy framed this approach. Reforms were emerging at all 
sites as a result of whole-school policies and teachers’ changing understanding, but 
accountability pressures and professional education gaps limited pedagogic reforms.   
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Inclusion, transition and whole-of-school contextual factors 
Inclusive processes supporting transition are framed by whole-school factors such as 
leadership, policy and relationships amongst stakeholders (Dockett & Perry, 2007; 
Niesel & Griebel, 2007). This study indicated a leadership role for both principals and 
experienced teachers. Pedagogies attended to child difficulties and internal school 
relationships more than child strengths and family and community partnerships, yet 
such partnerships have been identified previously as a key transition factor that would 
help optimise future outcomes (Thorpe, et al, 2004; Walker at al., 2012). 
 
While teachers at the least diverse site were engaged in pedagogic change under the 
leadership of the principal, teachers’ knowledge of inclusive practice and transition 
impacted on the enactment of policy. Emphasis on school preparation in a co-located 
kindergarten may not adequately address the requirements of children from 
geographically mobile families or those who attended other programs. Distributed 
teacher leadership at the moderately diverse site promoted consistent enactment of 
policy and supportive relationships amongst staff and children. However, the uni-
directional nature of interactions with families suggested respect for their 
involvement, rather than family empowerment. This may impact on children from 
socially diverse backgrounds as suggested by Raban and Ure (2000). Consistent 
pedagogic reform at the most complex site was supported by leadership from the 
principal and by a shared K-3 philosophy. This school addressed challenges through 
structural and pedagogic provisions, yet narrow engagement with families and 
communities influenced the scope of responses to cultural diversity as Thorpe and 
colleagues (2004) have noted previously.  
 
Teachers’ professional transition 
Effective enactment of transition changes through revised pedagogies is an ongoing 
process that reflects not only curriculum requirements and school expectations, but 
also teachers’ theoretical positioning as Carrington and colleagues (2012) have also 
argued with respect to inclusion. In this study, professional education, statutory 
assessment pressures, school policies and changes in teachers’ understanding 
influenced pedagogies and responses to policy change.  
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Within-site tensions indicated teachers’ own transition towards meeting changing 
policy expectations around inclusion and transition. At the least diverse site, 
variations in approach suggested that teachers were in transition towards reform ideals 
encouraged by the principal. The consistent professional preparation of teachers at the 
moderately diverse site was reflected in the shared emphasis on continuity and on 
individualised transitions. However, readiness views were also expressed, indicating 
teacher transitions between normative developmental assumptions and emerging 
recognition of competence in children. It may also reflect tensions between statutory 
assessment pressures and ideals of accommodating individual learning. While a 
shared emphasis on continuity was evident at the most complex site, strategies such as 
the categorical grouping of children and restriction of family involvement were 
inconsistent with reform views. Across the cases, tensions between the strategies of 
classroom teachers and special education staff were evident, probably arising from 
contrasts in professional preparation. This represents another area of staff transition 
towards development of a coherent approach to inclusive transition to school. 
 
Balancing competing demands 
This study indicates that teachers employed both personal and site-related strategies to 
balance competing demands as children transition to school. The pressure for children 
to achieve minimum academic and social conduct standards was juxtaposed with 
expectations of catering for diversity. In assessing the reasons for different 
approaches by teachers, two questions emerged 
1) Do the themes in the literature represent a hierarchy of complexity? 
2) Are the approaches to inclusive transition separate or overlapping? 
The literature on inclusion and transition pedagogies suggested a hierarchy of 
complexity, with pedagogic reform representing the most sophisticated approach 
framed by recent critical theoretical perspectives (Carrington et al., 2012; Dunlop, 
2007). However, Van Kraayenoord (2007) argues that both pedagogic reform and 
differentiated practices may be needed to enact inclusion while a range of approaches 
to transition have been found to be effective (Dockett & Perry, 2007; Dunlop, 2007; 
Petriwskyj, 2010). This study indicated that differing approaches to inclusive 
transition represent either a proportional response to varying levels of diversity in the 
learner population, or an array of potential, overlapping provisions for specific 
contextual demands and resources.  
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Implications for practice  
Each site addressed the competing demands on teachers’ time and attention through 
strategies that reflected the complexity of their classrooms and the knowledge base of 
their teachers. Improved structural provisions, leadership strategies and support 
relationships influenced the ways in which teachers were able to enact changing 
policies and to cater for diversity during transition. Variations in pedagogic responses 
indicated the value of changes to both pre-service and in-service teacher education 
across all staff groups to enhance coherence of practice.  
 
Although the study was based in schools, the pedagogic examples of inclusive 
transition from play-based to outcomes-based programs have relevance across early 
education. Appreciation by ECEC educators of inclusive transition pedagogies within 
schools offers a basis for professional debate and shared understandings. As the new 
Australian school curriculum includes kindergarten/ preparatory, transition from play-
based to outcomes-based pedagogy could be expected to demand negotiation between 
staff in ECEC and the early years of school. These case studies raise shared issues for 
consideration across early years education. 
 Preparation includes not only practices prior to compulsory education, but 
also efforts to develop a ready school as suggested by Graue (2006). In 
inclusive transition, preparedness differs from normative readiness and 
incorporates differentiation for individual progress. 
 Continuity between play-based and outcomes-based programs means 
enacting gradual change that respects the roles, curricular focus and 
pedagogies of both programs. Continuity between programs and 
homes/communities may require revised professional learning. 
 Adult collaboration and relationships building amongst children offer 
support and encouragement to children and families, including those 
beyond target groups. Partnerships that extend beyond early years teachers 
to include families, communities and other staff require consideration. 
 Critical reflection on the theoretical perspectives that frame practice may 
prompt deeper debate. Broader pedagogic reforms need to take into 
account the critical perspectives identified in recent literature on inclusion 
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(Carrington et al., 2012) and transition (Petriwskyj & Grieshaber, 2011) 
and in the Australian Early Years Learning Framework (DEEWR, 2009).  
Attention to separate target groups rather than recognition of broader and more 
complex understandings of diversity may be inhibiting more extensive transition 
reform. The varied ways in which teachers responded to competing pressures suggest 
that these complex professional decisions entail a shifting balance between ideals and 
pragmatic considerations that are contextually grounded, yet offer opportunities for 
shared understandings and critical reflection across early education. 
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APPENDICES 
Table 1: Year level learner diversity at Regional School (R), Suburban School (S), and 
Multicultural School (M) 
 
 Kindergarten Year 1 Year 2 
 School 
R 
School 
 S 
School 
M 
School
R 
School 
S 
School 
M 
School 
R  
School 
S 
School 
M 
Teacher-identified diversity data 
Indigenous 7% 0 5% 6% 3% 12% 6% 6% 8% 
Asian 2% 5% 30% 0 3% 35% 0 6% 32% 
Maori/Pasifika 2% 0 15% 0 8% 15% 2% 10% 20% 
Limited 
English 
0 5% 25% 2% 2% 33% 0 4% 32% 
Low SES 30% 0 35% 0 10% 28% 10% 6% 12% 
Disability 2% 5% 5% 3% 10% 8% 2% 4% 4% 
Gifted 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Learning or 
behaviour  
18% 10% 30% 12% 17% 23% 40% 38% 20% 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: APEEC and ECERS environments K-2 at Regional School 
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Figure 2: Diversity environment item means K-2 at Regional School 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: Transition approaches K-1 at Regional School 
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Figure 4: APEEC and ECERS environments K-2 at Suburban School 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5: Diversity environment item means K-2 at Suburban School 
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Figure 6: Transition approaches K-1 at Suburban School 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7: APEEC and ECERS environments K-2 at Multicultural School 
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Figure 8: Diversity environment item means K-2 at Multicultural School 
 
 
 
 
